INTRODUCTION: EXPERIENCE
IN HISTORY AND IN PHILOSOPHY

Praeter haec duo cognitionis genera datur, ut in sequentibus os
tendam, aliud terdum, quod scientiam intuitivam vocabimus.

Apart from these two ways qunﬂwing there is, as I shall show, a
third one, that we shall call inmitive knowledge. {my translation)
—B. de Spinoza, Ethica (Pars Secunda, Prop. XL, Schol. 1I)

I.I THE “REBIRTH OF CENTR]I‘-’ET;’LL.ITirh

[t has taken me far too long to complete this book. The explana
is that I arrived at the notion of experience that is addressed in it from
different perspectives— and it took me quite some time to adjust thes
cach other in a satisfactory way.

The first perspective originated in recent developments in his
and historical theory and the other one originated in recent developm
in philosophy. In both of them one may observe a shift away from lang
toward experience. This shift probably reflects a more general shift in
contemporary culture; one could describe it as a moving away from ¢
prehensive systems of meaning to meaning as bound to specific situat
and events.' But before turning to historical theory and philosophy, I+
to begin by saying a few words about this.

Meaning no longer travels as freely and easily through time and s
as it used to do: Its ties to its place of origin tend to become stronger
ever before. Think, for example, of what is left of those comprehensive
tems claiming to give meaning to all of humanity and to comprise all o
past, the present and the future? It has been observed that in the con
porary world the present tends to “devour” both the futre and the
and that the “circles” of cultural, narrative, and textual meaning bec



to courageously expand the scope of cultural, narrative, and textual
ing;” it now preferably draws its content from how the world is give
in experience. “Theory” and meaning no longer travel in the sam
tion; meaning has now found a new and more promising travelin
panion in experience. And, needless to say, we can recognize this »
ment des alliances and fathom its implications only to the extent tha
prepared to grant to experience an autonomy of its own in its relat
to “theory.” Only then are we in the position to recognize that exp
does really possess the capacity to explode the matrix within whic
ory” has enclosed meaning.

If, then, experience now rebels against the imperialism of *
that has been so all-pervasive in all of contemporary philosophy of
and of language, we should ask ourselves how it could be successh
revolt against “theory” and what we may associate with it. As we s
in the course of this book, the role that is assigned to the subject is
end, decisive in this tug of war between “theory” and experience. If
of the subject is negligible or even wholly nonexistent—as is the
philosophy, language, and culture until quite recently— then “theo
hold all the trumps and the game will be lost for experience. We w
find ourselves in the world of the post-structuralist’s “language
man,” where the subject, or the author, is, at best, a mere attribute
guage— hence, in a world that is inhabited by almost all conten
philosophers of language and culture, even if they would not hesitat
press their deeply felt repugnance to such hyperbolic post-structur
cutions. So the rediscovery of experience is also the rediscovery of t
ject, and vice versa— the one entails the other.

1.2 HISTORY AND HISTORICAL THEORY

This, then, brings me to the first perspective from which th
originates: history and historical theory. Undoubtedly one of the £



cognitively wholly self-sufficient and, in this sense, independent of its
coverer, whereas a work of history is, at least in part, a self-expression «
author and in need of #his author for its having been written at all. As .
as physics reached a certain stage, some great physicist was bound to
cover the laws of Maxwell; if Maxwell had not formulated these laws, s
other physicist would not have failed to do so sooner or later. But if’
queville had not been born, it is unthinkable that a book like L'
régime et la révolution would ever have been written. This is one of the
sons explaining why the practice of the writing of history may disrupt
put into question all that is always so much accepted as a matter of co
in philosophy of science and of language and codified in the scient
view of the world: Most historians will be ready to recognize the imp
bility of eliminating the subject or the individual historian from the
ture. But they will rarely infer from this that all their writings ought t
condemned to the wastepaper basket. For most historians the ineluct
ity of the category of the historical subject does not in the least reduce
discipline to idle and irrational speculation. And so itis with philosopl
history—as one might expect. Even more so, far from having been -
ried about the presence of the historical subject in their writings, muc
philosophy of history regarded this presence as an asset rather than a:
indubitable sign of the discipline’s cognitive hopelessness. One need
think here of hermeneutics from Schleiermacher to Gadamer. And,
also exemplified by hermeneutics, experience is then never far away as
But it is true, in the 19705 and 1980s both historians and philosop
of history have not remained insensitive to the siren song of scientism
of philosophy of science and language. However, since then the climat
changed dramatically, with the result that experience is no longer the
speakable category that it used to be. With regard to history, the histo:
mentalites, Allragsgeschichte, and much of cultural history can well be
as a history of experience.® In these variants of historical writing the
phasis is on how people in the past experienced their world and in



escape from the “prisonhouse of language” (to use Nietzsche's
metaphor) and from how language determines our conceptions of tl
Can we rescue the past itself from how we speak about it? More spec
can the historian enter into a real, authentic, and “experiential” re
ship to the past—that is, into a relationship that is not contamin.
historiographical tradition, disciplinary presuppositions, and lis
structures such as identified by Hayden White in his Metahistory of
When asking ourselves this kind of question, we have to do with
tive experience,” that is, with the historian’s experience of the pa:
then the crucial question is whether it is (historical) experience th
enable us to break through the walls of “the prisonhouse of langu
and this, in fact, is the main question to be addressed in this book.
Furthermore, these shifts from language to experience in be
tory and historical theory happily joined and mutually reinforce
other in the recent fascination for notions such as (collective) m
trauma, Pierre Nora's lieux de mémoire, and (the representation
Holocaust—in sum, in all these tendencies in contemporary hi
writing that can be taken together under the rubric of what [ once
to as “the privatization of the past.”® Characteristic of this privatiz:
the past is that we now tend to use the term memory where we pre
preferred to speak of “History” or of “the past.”” This new idiom s
an interesting shift in the nature of contemporary historical conscio
In the first place, the notion of “History” has the aura of
cluctable and of a fate that we cannort escape; similarly, the nodor
past is suggestive of an objective reality outside our grasp and inf
This is different, of course, with memory. Ordinarily we remembet
only if we wish to (trauma being the paradigmatic exception, of ¢
and we are all very much aware of the pliability of memory. Appare
contemporary past is a much less fixed and final past than that of 2
ation ago.” It is no longer the massive objective reality that it usec



sound slightly ridiculous) to ask how we “experience” the past. Althe
the remembered past undoubtedly is a past that we “experience” in one
or another, memory gives us an experience or re-experience of the rem
bered past. Hence, when we start defining our relationship to the pa
terms of “memory” rather than in terms of “history,” we cannot avoic
question of whether we can experience the past and, if so, what mea
should be given to this notion of “the experience of the past” or to the
of “historical experience.”

So, in this way “experience” can be said to have been the pol;
guiding both contemporary historical writing and historical theory i
cent times,

1.3 PHILOSOPHY

The second perspective from which this book has been wr
originates in the state of affairs in contemporary philosophy. Twent
century philosophy has predominantly been a philosophy of langt
And this is true not only of (Anglo-Saxon) analytical philosophy.
issue of language was, and is, no less prominent in (logical-positivist)
losophy of science, in phenomenology, in Heideggerian existential ph
ophy, in (post-)structuralism, and in deconstructivism, and so on. So,
guage has been the self-evident object and point of departure of almo.
of twentieth-century philosophy. However, in the last ten to fifteen
we may observe in contemporary philosophy two developments sign:
a move away from this exclusive emphasis on language.

In the first place, questions one used to formulate in the discour:
philosophy of language are now often reformulated in that of consci
ness. We may think here of the writings of Dennett and Searle and
many others who have dealt with the topic of consciousness since th
And this can be interpreted as a movement toward experience. Let u



cal speculation since Descartes have been one sustained effort to |
flesh of philesophical detail on this bare skeleton.

But if we agree that this is how these three notions are basic
lated, it follows that this move from language to consciousness is,
in part, a move toward experience. Indeed, language can do qui
without experience (although not without consciousness''): It is a
of socialized meanings and permits permutations of elements of its
do not have counterparts in experience—the language of mathema
ing, of course, the paramount example. But, in opposition to lar
consciousness and its representations of the world could not exist v
experience. The content of consciousness and its representations
world are given to us in and by experience. Without experience, the
consciousness. So, if we move from language to consciousness, the
experience becomes an ineluctable item on the philosopher’s agend

And this brings me, more or less automatically, to a second fe:
contemporary philosophy. I am thinking here of the more or less.
elevation of aesthetics from a position of relative obscurity into a o)
is most eagerly and enthusiastically discussed in contemporary phile
[t would, of course, be absurd to say that art has taken the place of
as the philosopher’s preferred domain of inspiration, but it can
doubted that science has recently lost a good deal of terrain to art. |
we think again of these three notions—experience, consciousne
language—who would doubt that art has its elective affinity with t
two rather than with language? Art is not a language—and all the
of Nelson Goodman to identify the grammar and the semantics
languages of art” are now seen as the reductio ad absurdum of the cog
approach to art rather than as a viable program for the philosophy
We feel much more at ease nowadays with Hans Georg Gadamers
ard Wollheim’s, and Arthur Danto’s openness to the experiential
sions of the work of art and to how experience is expressed in and E



1.4 FROM THE RATIONALISM OF “THECJRH”
TO A NEW ROMANTICISM

So, in both history and philosophy we may observe an effort «
habilitate the almost forgotten and thoroughly marginalized categor
experience, a category that, if noticed at all, was regarded with so n
contempt and disdain in most of the twentieth century’s philosophy of
guage. The main topic of this book, therefore, is to contribute to th
suscitation of the notion of experience from its apparent death, to exj
and to explain the parallelism of the relevant development in both hi
ical writing and in philosophy, and, more specifically, to show what les
historical writing can teach the philosopher.

Next, when hearing the word experience we immediately think of
sory experience, of how we get access to the world by seeing, hearing,
ing, touching, and smelling. And the fact that the sciences can be seen
refinement of sensory perception still further contributed to our tend
to model experience on how the world is given to us in the experienc
what we can see, hear, and so on. This book, however, proposes the uni
thesis that there is also such a thing as “intellectual experience” and thai
minds can function as a receptacle of experience no less than our eyes, eai
fingers. Our minds inhabit a world of potential objects of intellectua
perience. These objects may be either as well defined as the objects o
tellectual experience that Popper had in mind with his theory of “a t
world of ideas™ '* or as vague but all-pervasive as what Carl Becker onc
scribed as “the climate of opinion” of a historical period.' And the ob
in this “third world” are no less potential objects of (intellectual) ex
ence than the objects of sensory experience constituting the daily realit
find around ourselves. The objection that these objects of intellectua
perience should be mere constructions of more elementary compor
and can therefore never be experienced as such, is just as idle as the



granted to it. But on the other hand, the empiricism defended h
never go along with the transcendentalization of experience so char
tic of Western philosophy from Descartes, Bacon, and Kant down
temporary variants of (neo-)positivism. One of the more interesti
ferences between science and history undoubtedly is that in science
philosophy of science) there is a natural alliance between empirici
positivism, whereas in history the more empiricist one becomes, the
one will move away from positivism. The explanation is that the re
ship between experience and the subject of experience is different
ence and in history. In science the subject of experience is define
scendentally and because of this, in principle, it is compatible w
actual content of experience. It is compatible with any kind of expe
since the transcendental self processes the data of experience in suc!
that it can digest them—and self-evidentdy experience has then los
tonomy to the self’s transcendental structures, to language, to “thec
all its variants), and so on. This is different in history. Since I can
the last word about this here, I must suffice with an appeal to the
of Bildung. This basically Aristotelian notion is suggestive of wl
might describe as “formative experience” (Bildung = formation)
how our mental framework may be “formed” by experience. With .
experience enters into the definition of the subject of experienc
whereas it will require no elucidation that science would immedia
come impossible with such an intimate interaction between experier
the scientist. To put it succinctly, in science experience is an attribut
world and in history it is both this and an attribute of the subject.

So in this way, in history, we can ascribe to the mind the fa
experience as well, even though the mind does not possess any «
cquivalcnt tO Our eyes or ears for registering what is given to us;
surely would be a sad and unforgivable mistake to see in this an iny
to reduce intellectual experience to some complicated combination
sory experiences— as positivists and mainstream philosophers of



a rcaﬁty that has somehow “broken off” from a timeless p;rcscnt. Tl
“the moment of loss.” But at the same time historical experience aims
recovery of the past by transcending again the barriers between past
present. And this could be characterized as “the moment of desire «
love.” All of historical writing is to be situated in the space enclose
these complementary movements of the discovery (loss) and the reco
of the past (love) that constitute together the realm of historical experic
Past and present are related to each other as man and wife in Plato’s n
of the origin of the sexes referred to in the second epigraph of this b
The sublimity of historical experience originates from this paradexical uni
the feelings of loss and love, that is, of the combination of pain and pleasu
how we relate to the past.

The results of the reorientation recommended in the present s
will be twofold. In the first place I hope to show that historical writing
true gold mine for the philosopher, a gold mine that has been sadly
glected and ignored by philosophers since the death of neo-Kantiar
and from which a number of new and exciting philosophical issues ca
delved into. More specifically, [ hope to show in this book that a set of
and important questions will demand the philosopher’s attention, i
move from philosophy’s traditional fixation on issues of truth to issue
casioned by the notion of experience, to assume a perspective from w
we can consider truth and experience ex aequo and that will enable o
discuss experience independently from questions of truth. I am well a
that this places this book in direct opposition to most of contempc
philosophy. I do not know of any philosophers (with the possible ex
tion of Dewey ') who have advocated this radical disconnection of t
and experience: '® Experience is always seen (if it is seen at all) as the r
and obedient servant of truth. But the claim that there is a variant o
perience preceding and transcending questions of truth and falsity is
cisely the main thesis of this book.

In the second place, getting access to this philosophical gold r



phy of history has achieved its indisputable triumphs. Hayden -
seminal work on the tropology of the historical text is the first an
obvious example to come to mind. We owe to this a new variant of
tory of historical writing and this surely is a kréma eis aei."”

Nevertheless, a high price had to be paid for this. The result w:
torical theory for which i/ ny a pas dehors texte.'® The radical “oth
of the past—and where it sometimes put to shame all our cat
(linguistic or otherwise) for making sense of the world, or of the
was thus eliminated. This book is mainly an attempt to rectify d
to do away with all the (quasi-)transcendentalist conceptions we m
not only in tropology but also in hermeneutics, deconstructivism,
structuralism, or semiotics. [t can therefore be seen as an uncompre
attack on all that came to be known over the last twenty to thirty y
the name of “theory.” The “rationalism” that “theory” took over fro:
scendentalist philosophy of language will be rejected here in the n
the notion of experience. The intellectual burcaucracy of “theory”
this book be replaced by the “Romanticism” of an approach to the |
volving all of the historians personality and not just (or even mer
marily) the formalism of his or her cognitive faculties. More spec
this book is a rehabilitation of the romanticist’s world of moods ai
ings as constitutive of how we relate to the past. How we féel about 1
is no less important than what we kneow about it—and probably eve
so. “Sentir, c'est penser,” as Rousseau liked to say, and this is where
agree with him.

So I invite the reader of this book to enter the dark and son
even sinister Romantic world of the profoundest and quasi-existe
layers in our relationship to the past—a dimension of historic
sciousness that had effectively been filtered out by the transcende
and cognitivism of “theory,” although I shall be the first to admit ¢t
like it was two centuries ago, one can only get to Romanticism af



ment. Bug, in the end, both the Enlightenment and “theory” resulted i
icy formalism, freezing all that may move the human heart. As the D
novelist Nicolaas Beets (1814 —1903) amusingly put it in 1837, the Enl;
enment “gave us the chilly formalism of A + B = C. The temperatur
creased from that of human blood to that of frost. It literally snowec
ideas. It was a fresh but, in the end, uncomfortable cold.”?® So let u
store to our thinking about history and abourt historical writing at
something of the warmth of the human heart and of what has a reson:
in the depths of our souls.

1.§ OUTLINE OF THE BOOK

Let me end this introduction with a brief sketch of what the re
may expect to find in this book. The first two chapters begin the rehs
tation of experience with an attack on its most redoubtable enemy:
guistic transcendentalism. An important theme running through all o
present study is the incompatbility of language and experience, as the
ter word is understood here. No compromise is possible between lang
and experience, and the triumphs of the one are inevitably the defea
the other. They truly are each other’s mortal enemies: Where you have
guage, experience is not, and vice versa. We have language in order 2
have experience and to avoid the fears and terrors that are typically
voked by experience; language is the shield protecting us against the te
of a direct contact with the world as conveyed by experience. Lang
presents us with an image of the world, but as such it can offer or
shadow of the terrors inhabiting the world itself and of the fears that it
provoke. Language, the symbolic order, enables us to escape the perp
ties of a direct confrontaton with the world as it is given us in experic

[t is argued that Richard Rorty, who has done the most to unders
linguistic transcendentalism, in the end sides with it and against ex



is the appropriate point of departure for this book. Readers not int
in the pros and cons of linguistic transcendentalism had best skip
ter 1 and start right away with Chapter 2, section 3. In the course of
ter 2 the project that Rorty began with his critique of transcendent.
carried to its logical conclusion, and the shortcomings of this |
cracy*' of “theory” (hermeneutics, [post-]structuralism, deconstruc
semiotics, rhetoric, tropology, and so on) are expounded. Chapte
cusses Huizinga’s notion of historical experience and how Huizing;
lated his own historical experience of the culture of the late Midd
into language. In Chapter 4 it is shown that the preoccupation w
torical experience is far from being of a recent date, and an account:
of what has been said about it by Herder and Goethe and, more
rately, by Eichendorff, Burckhardt, and Benjamin.

Chapter 5 continues this account to the present with an anz
Gadamer’s conception of (historical) experience. Since Gadamer |
doubtedly been my most important discussion partner while writi
book, this chapter can be seen as the hinge around which all of m
ment turns. The results of this chapter can be summarized with
lowing four claims. First, for a correct appreciation of the notion
torical experience investigated in this book, we will be required ro }
courage to disconnect truth and experience. Second, this unconve
anti-cognitivist conception of experience thus automatically sides
the familiar problems and issues occasioned by and discussed with
nitivist approaches to historical writings and historical conscious
think, for example, of the perennial seesaw between historism 22 ai
versalism or of the objectivity issue. Third, the disjunction of exp
and truth will require us to postulate a conception of experience th
not entail the existence of a subject of experience. Fourth, althoug
claims will sound most unbelievable, if not simply absurd, as lon.
think of how we, as human individuals, experience the world, they v



torical experience can best be understood from the perspective of Dey
notion of pragmatist aesthetic experience.

Whereas these first six chapters are mainly theoretical in chara
the last two attempt to give a practical illustration of what one can do-
the notion of historical experience. Chapter 7 gives two examples of
historical experience may give us access to the past; a capriccio by Gu
and rococo ornament will be my examples for illustrating the nature of
torical experience. What I readily confess to have experienced as une rer
nécessité demands that my argument shall be here, basically, autobiogr:
ical. Chapter 8, finally, suggests in what way the notion of historical ¢
rience may contribute to a better understanding of the emergence of ¥
ern historical consciousness and what its nature is. The notion of histo
experience refers here to how a civilization may relate to its past a:
pressed in and by its historical consciousness. It is argued that if we wis
grasp the nature of (Western) historical consciousness, we shall have t
cus on what one might call “experiences of rupture,” in which a civiliza
discards a former identity while defining its new identity precisely in t
of what has been discarded and surrendered. The identification and ir
tigation of these sublime experiences of rupture— think of the Renaiss
and of the French Revolution— could be seen as the “research prog;
suggested or implied by this book. For other examples of these experie
of rupture one might think of how in the U.S. South the trauma of
Civil War can stll be felt?? and of how this may stimulate a feeling of
and regret in even an occasional visitor to the South (like myself in 1
Similarly, one might well ask the question of how the past is nowaday
perienced in Russia after the two dramatic caesuras of 1917 and 198
sum, if we wish to understand how we relate to our past—and is this
the proper object of study of all historical theory?—we must carefully
painstakingly investigate the history of historical experience. That is.
epos of how Western man experienced his past all through the centu



liberate the history of historical Cxipcricncc from the heavy and opj
weight of (the historian’) language and to unearth experience fr
thick sedimentary strata of language covering it. What is the experi
the past underlying the language used by the historian? That is th
tion asked in this book. The book ends with an epilogue in which
gument about the nature of sublime historical experience is relatec
Rousseau of the Réveries du promeneur solitaire and, especially, to |
lin’s novel Hyperion. This implies, in fact, the return to a stage bef
victory of historism over natural law philosophy. In this way this b
be seen both as a moving beyond historism and as a comeback to w
tedated historism.

1.6 DIRECTIONS FOR USE—AND A WARNING

Last but not least, I most emphatically insist that this is a bool
sublime historical experience—and not about anything else (such as
ical explanation, causality, narrative, or representation). This book i
fore not to be interpreted as a recantation of what I have said abo
other topics in my previous writings. This book does not question t
viction that there is, or rather, has been a past existing independe
what we may say or write about it, that we can make statements ab
past that are either true or false, that we can explain the past either b
tioning causes or in terms of texts representing the past, that all these
can rationally be discussed and, finally, that there is no occasion for
ical skepticism and that there is such a thing as progress in historic
ing. This is not a book on the philosophical problems of historical
or on the relationship between historical writing and the past. It wa
ever, written on the assumption that there is a stage in how we relat
past preceding the one in which historians dispassionately investigat
that is objectively given to them. This is the stage of sublime histor



explained a moment ago, the conception of sublime experience discu
in this book cannot be related to questions of truth and falsity. This be
thesis can therefore not be criticized for being silent about how experi
may help us attain the truth about the past— for this simply is not 1
this book is about. I am not implying by this that questions of truth
falsity should have no application to how we relate to the past. On the.
trary, I hold in high regard what philosophers of history have had to sa
this. But this book addresses a different topic.

So if anyone has the firm and indestructible conviction that g
tions about how we relate to the past effectively that resist reformularic
terms of truth and falsity can only be useless, meaningless, and not wo
of philosophical investigation, or worse still, that such questions simpl
not exist, then he or she should close this book now and never op:
again.”’



